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	Ten weeks. Can it really have been so long?

	Lois Hempstead stood impatiently at the concourse of the airport. The plane which had carried her son back from Georgia had arrived a few minutes ago, and she twined her fingers together, waiting for Joseph to emerge from the jetway.

	She hadn’t wanted her only child to join the army. In fact, she had argued against it until even she had been sick of the sound of her voice. But once his mind was made up, Joe was just as bad as his father. They might live in Iowa, but he was as stubborn as a Missouri mule. Determined to go to college, unlike his parents, and to escape the crushing load of debt too many of his classmates would take on at a four-year school, he had opted for the armed services and the GI Bill. Despite the fact that his father had died serving his country (or maybe because of it) he had turned a deaf ear to his mother’s entreaties that he take some time to think it over. Over two months ago, he had given her a hug and whispered a goodbye, ignoring the tears running down her cheeks, then turned and walked aboard a plane headed for Fort Benning and basic training.

	Since then, contact with Joe had been brief and sporadic. Letters had been few and far between, and e-mail even less frequent. The army, it seemed, did its best to curtail access to computers while its recruits were learning the ropes. There had been a few phone calls, always too short, where her son did his best to reassure her that he was fine, Mom, really, just fine, and she did her best to resist the urge to beg him to come home.

	She blinked and straightened as people began to emerge from the jetway in a slow trickle. Businessmen (and businesswomen), striding purposefully towards the rental-car counters and glancing irritably at their phones. Tired-looking mothers with small children in tow. A few younger women who looked to be returning to Des Moines from vacation, and a group of laughing, chattering men, surrounding a companion, pale and seedy, obviously back from a bachelor party.

	And at the back, tall and straight…

	“Joseph!” she shrieked, for once completely heedless of what other people might think, and rushed forward.

	Her son caught her in his arms, turning her headlong sprint into a spin, and lifted her off her feet. Carefully, he set her back down, his familiar, crooked grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Hi, Mom.”

	“You…” Unbidden, her hand reached up, tracing the scar over his left eyebrow, relic of a childhood accident involving a borrowed skateboard, a dog, and a gravel driveway. “What happened to your hair?”

	He smiled down at her. “Just be glad you didn’t see me two months ago. I had about as much as a cue ball.” He lifted his cap and ran his palm over his head. Dark brown hair, almost the same glossy black as her own, ruffled in its wake. “Shaved me bald as an egg. But they let you grow it out again, if you keep your nose clean.”

	She set her fists on her hips, and tried to put a stern expression on her face. “And did you? Keep your nose clean?”

	Joe shrugged, guiding her away from the reception area and towards the baggage claim. “No one gets out of boot camp without a few dings on their record. If the drill sergeants can’t find something to gig you for, they’ll make something up. No one likes a guy who is too perfect, you know? Better to keep us all even. That’s what it’s all about, you know. Being part of a team.

	“But I graduated, and that’s all that matters. I didn’t get kicked out on a BCD, or a general.”

	“A what?”

	“A Bad Conduct Discharge. Or a General Discharge. A BCD is what they give to guys who screw up so bad they have to face a court-martial.” He made a face. “I didn’t see any of those, thank goodness. Nasty business. Rape. Or murder. Assaulting a superior officer. That sort of thing.

	“A general is what you get if you screw up, but the army doesn’t want to go to the time and trouble of giving you a trial. They give you a choice. General discharge or the stockade.” He snorted. “One guy in my unit managed to fuck up right after we finished basic, while we were waiting for our leaves to come through. His girlfriend wrote him, telling him she was going to kill herself if she didn’t see him. Damn fool went AWOL and took a bus from Georgia all the way to West Virginia. All he had to do was wait a couple of days, and he would have been fine. Instead, as soon as he showed up at his home, his mom called the MPs. They had already told her to keep an eye open for him. They kicked him out so hard he bounced.”

	“Well, I’m glad to hear you managed to avoid that.”

	“Yeah.” He grinned. “How embarrassing would that be? To get turned in by your mom? Everyone else in the stockade would make fun of you.”

	She nodded, still trying to come to terms with the reality of him. Dressed in army fatigues, “Hempstead” stenciled in black, blocky letters over his left breast, he looked much older than his eighteen years.

	Suddenly, she hugged him, her arms wrapping around his chest. “I missed you,” she whispered into his shirt, her voice quavering. Tears slid down her cheeks.

	Awkwardly, he patted her back. “I know. I wish you could have come to the graduation. I would have paid for the ticket.”

	Lois sniffled. “You joined the damn army to save money for college, buster. You don’t need to waste it on me.”

	She straightened. “Now. Let’s get your things and get you home.”

	 

	“Do you want to drive?” she asked, as they approached the old Honda which had been her main form of transport for the past eight years.

	Joe shook his head. “I haven’t been behind the wheel in over two months, Mom. I’d probably wreck us. You go ahead.” He slung his duffel bag into the trunk and got into the passenger side, straightening his long legs with a tired grunt.

	“So how was it?” she asked, carefully navigating their way out of the parking lot. “Basic?”

	He took his hat off and ran his hand through his short-cropped hair. It looked good on him, bringing out his strong features. They were a little bonier than they had been when he left. He no longer looked like a boy, with a little puppy fat still around his cheeks and chin. He looked like a man. A young man. But still a man.

	More like Rick every day, she thought sadly.

	“It was…different,” Joe said at last. He closed his eyes. “Not like the movies make it look, with drill sergeants screaming abuse at you. I guess that went out years ago. We have a kinder, gentler military now.

	“But it wasn’t a picnic, either. Up at four-thirty, every morning. Unless you’re on guard duty, which means you’re up earlier or going to bed later. Or maybe getting up in the middle of the night to stand watch for two hours, then trying to go back to sleep. That was fun.”

	“Four-thirty?” she smiled. “I used to have to drag you out of bed for school.”

	“Yeah, well, when you’ve got a fifty-year-old drill sergeant who looks like he could break you in half with his bare hands standing over your bunk, you get out of that habit real quick,” Joe said.

	“You get some time to get ready for the day. Shave and shower and brush your teeth. Then it’s first formation. Then PT.”

	“PT?”

	“Physical Training. I swear, Mom, I thought I was in decent shape when I left. You know I joined the cross-country team the last two years to get ready for this. But I had no clue what it was going to be like. No clue at all.

	“So running and stretching and calisthenics until you were about ready to drop. Then changing into uniform for breakfast.

	“After that, it all depended on what we were doing that day. More PT. Or classes. Or drill. Or marksmanship training. Sometimes we might have to make a ten-K march with a full pack. Or we might have to learn about ceremonial duties. Or we just might be down on our hands and knees, wrestling and trying to kick the crap out of each other. We’d get a break for lunch and another for dinner. Then it was lights-out at nine.”

	“And are you sorry you joined up?” she asked softly.

	His eyes blinked open. “Hell, no! You know what I want, Mom. A good degree from a good school, and a good job afterward. I wasn’t going to get that here.” He waved a hand at the passing houses. “It was either get an associates degree from a community college, which was already more than we could afford, or go to work full-time. Hell, I couldn’t even afford an apprenticeship to the plumber’s or electrician’s unions. And I didn’t want to spend the next forty years unplugging people’s toilets, anyway.

	“The benefits I’ll get will pay for most of my school, once I serve my term. So I won’t be loaded up with bills when I get out. Sure - it’ll take a few years longer than I want. But what’s better? Graduating at twenty-two and spending the next ten years paying off the loans? Or graduating at twenty-five and being able to put some savings away for a house? I don’t want to end up like-’’

	He cut himself off abruptly, the tips of his ears glowing red. She smiled. Just for a moment, he looked like he did when he was six, and she had caught him sneaking cookies out of the jar.

	She slowed for a red light and put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay to say it, honey. You don’t want to end up like me.” She shrugged. “It’s fair enough. I didn’t want to end up like me, either. Do you think that girls grow up dreaming about becoming a waitress?”

	“I didn’t mean…” He trailed off, his face set in embarrassed misery. “I know you love me, Mom. And I know you did your best for me.”

	She squeezed his hand. “We did our best for each other. And it mostly worked out all right. Didn’t it?”

	“Mostly, yeah.”

	She took another turn, then another. The houses on either side grew smaller, the street potholed and bumpy.
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